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Introduction
TRUDI TATE AND SUZANNE RAITT

Why Women?

In a curious poem published in 1917, Violet Hunt describes a
kind of darkness which has descended during the Great War:
It is all shiny and black, like bombazine or taffeta,
Or the satin of my grandmother's gown, that stood alone
It was so thick;
A screen between us and knowledge,
That sometimes, when we are v ery good, gets on to the placards. 1

Something stands between civilians and knowledge; a screen
which Hunt likens to the surfaces of femininity: shiny cloth; a
Victorian gown. The gown conceals forbidden knowledge from
the viewer; and knowledge itself is figured as a female body,
hidden and impenetrable. Yet the metaphor is even more com
plex, for the gown is remembered as empty, standing alone,
supported by the weight of its fabric. Knowledge is figured as
an absent female body; an empty space inside a woman's gown.
'Woman' simultaneously represents an invisible body of know
ledge, and the subject (the speaker of Hunt's poem) prevented
from knowing.
No one knew what was going on throughout the Great War. 2
Censorship, propaganda, and the sheer scale and complexity
of the event made it impossible to grasp what was happening
at any particular moment. Even combatants were often unsure
whether they were winning or losing a particular engagement,
and had no knowledge of the progress of the war overall, apart
from what they read in the papers. Lack of knowledge was not
gender-specific, nor even specific to civilians. But ignorance
was often figured as feminine: a woman indifferently beautify
ing herself while soldiers die 'To save her light blue eyes from
dreadful scenes', as May O'Rourke puts it. 3 As Nosheen Khan
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IN Richard Aldington's 1929 Death of a Hero, George Winter
bourne sees troops returning from leave and muses: 'These
men were men . .. They had been where no woman and no
half-man had ever been, could endure to be.' 1 This notion that
the front, where the 'real' business of war wa carried out, was
no place for a woman left many women feeling that they had
no place in the war. Sandra Gilbert has ugge ted that women
were liberated by the widespread ab ence of men from their
domestic and working lives, although he does point out that as
well as their 'sexual glee' women felt inten e anxiety and guilt
at having got what they wanted at o man men' expense.£ But
despite the government' efforts to reca t the roles of mother,
wife, and indeed of 'woman' in the mould of war, 3 women se m
to have remained confused and uneas , afraid of doing things
wrong, but unsure how to do thing right. For many women,
especially older women who had no children to look after, and
were beyond the age where the could be r cruited for war er
vice, the war heightened their£ eling of u ele ne . As Gilb rt
and Gubar see it, women felt curiou 1 free, and so curiou 1
unnecessary. Women like Ma Sinclair, alread 51 when the
war broke out, struggled to make a place for them el e in a
world that was preoccupied with the vulnerabili of young men,
rather than of older women. Her war journals re eal in painful
and awkward detail the shame of a middle-aged woman who
sees in middle age her last chance at life. What kind of action
could Sinclair undertake that would express and atisfy both
her own greedy sense of herself as a woman, and the needs of
a Europe at war? The war journals offer a unique opportunity
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to explore the perversity of her position, her refusal of political
engagement in favour of an awkward and excessive immersion
in what she saw as 'real life'. This chapter will suggest that fem
ininity is repeatedly experienced and represented as shame at
times of social and cultural crisis. For May Sinclair was over and
over again ashamed of being herself, and we should value the
war journals not only for what they can tell us about women's
humiliation, but also for their images of women's resistance,
their ungainly refusal to be made to feel stupid or unnecessary.
All patriarchies do this, but patriarchies at war do it most of all,
pouring financial, emotional, and cultural resources into the
maintenance of military masculinity.
It was into a war-world of sexual confusion and anxiety, as
well as of enormous violence and suffering, that May Sinclair
ventured in September 1914, as a member of the Munro
Ambulance Corps, which went out to the front under the spon
sorship of the Belgian Red Cross. She stayed about two and a
half weeks. While she was there, she kept daily notes in a 'Day
Book', and after her return, wrote them up as a journal. Three
fairly lengthy extracts from the journal were published in the
English Review in 1915, and a full version appeared as Journal
of Impressions in Belgium later in the same year. 4
As the war developed, Sinclair was to experience at first hand
the trauma of bereavement: three of her nephews were mobil
ized. Two died in 1915 aged respectively 34 and 25 (William,
son of her eldest brother William who lived in Hull, and Harold,
son of her brother J oseph, who had emigrated to Canada).
The third, Harold Lumley, also one of William's children, in a
POW camp during the war, was invalided out in 1918 at the
age of 30, and collapsed with pneumonia, arriving at Sinclair's
house in London and requiring devoted nursing for several
months. These traumas do not seem to have lessened Sinclair's
support for the war. Until the end of her writing career in the
late 1920s, she continued to produce novels which explore its
attractions: Taskerjevons (1916), The Tree of Heaven (1917), The
Romanti c (1920), Mr Waddi ngton of Wyck (1921), Anne Severn
and the Fi eldi ngs (1922), The Rector of Wyck (1925), and Far End
(1926). As this list indicates, May Sinclair was a prolific writer
and by the beginning of the war a very well-known and wealthy
novelist. Relatively little has been written about her, but her war
writing is a crucial and idiosyncratic contribution to women's
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literature of war. As Laura Stempel Mumford points out, the
absence of all political comment from any of Sinclair's war texts
means that they can be read as justifications simply of the activ
ity of war, and Rebecca West, in a contemporary review of the
Journal, comments that 'one cannot imagine Miss Sinclair presuming to express an opinion upon international affairs. Yet by
her mysterious subterranean methods she makes one ache for
Belgium.'5 It was the ache of war in which Sinclair was inter
ested. She seems to have had remarkably little interest in the
causes and the political justifications of Britain's entry into the
First World War. What she cared about was war's psychology:
the lure of danger, the revulsions of cowardice, the desire for
power. Her support for the war seems to come not from her
political awareness, but from her attraction to war's perversity.
That attraction was a peculiarly feminine one, since she explored
the psychology of those who were in some way excluded by the
war (the pacifist in The Tree of Heaven, the pathological coward
in The Romantic, women in all the war novels) from the point
of view of one who was acutely conscious of her own exclusion
as a highly-strung middle-aged woman. Yet she does not simply
reiterate the complaint of countless women like Alix in Rose
Macaulay's Non-combatants and Others (1916): 'it's jealousy that's
demoralising me most. Jealousy of the people who can be in
the beastly thing.'6 Sinclair dwells on the ecstasy of war, on the
pleasures fantasies of war can bring, on the contentment of the
fighter. In Sinclair's novels there is no pain, no wounds, little
disgust. The war in Sinclair's fiction is a perversely bodiless affair,
as though Sinclair denied herself, or was denied, access to those
male bodies which the war destroyed. It is the dynamics of this
perversity that I shall explore in this chapter, and I shall be sug
gesting that Sinclair uncomfortably touched on one of the most
awkward aspects of feminine consciousness: the association of
humiliation with megalomania, and the vicarious sexualized enjoyment of masculine aggression. As Samuel Hynes says of the
Journal, Sinclair was one of only a few women to convincingly
represent the unpalatable 'reality of a woman's war'.7
From the first day Sinclair was outspoken in her support
of the Great War. On 18 September 1914 twenty-five writers
signed an 'Authors' Declaration' in The Times, stating that 'Great
Britain could not without dishonour have refused to take part
in the present war.' Among the twenty-five were four women,
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May Sinclair, Jane Ellen Harrison, Flora Annie Steel, and Mrs
..
Humphry Ward. In an apparently unpublished paper, written
during the war and called 'Influence of the War on "Life and
Literature"', Sinclair, echoing Edmund Gosse's comment that
the war would cleanse modern art of its decadent and degener
ate tendencies,9 wrote:
I do not think we are going to be interested any more in their erotics,
or their sex-problems, or, primarily, in sex at all; because of the enorm
ous widening of our range of motives and instincts and emotions. Some
of these-the will to fight, the violent courage and violent honour of
War, and the greatest of them all, Religion, are primitive instincts if
you like; and all the primitive instincts hang together. We shall no
longer be able to regard Love, for instance, as an isolated phenom
enon, but we shall see it as it is, rooted and platted in with the rest,
having no more colour or importance than it gains by the general
heightening of emotional values all round.
For there is no doubt that these values were precisely what we were
beginning to lose in 'life and literature', along with Religion, that is
to say with our hold on Reality, before the War. Most of us-with the
exception of one or two poets-were ceasing to live with any intens
ity, to believe with any conviction compatible with comfort, and to feel
with any strength and sincerity. Yet we were all quite sincerely 'out for'
reality without recognising it when we saw it and without any suspicion
of its spiritual nature.
And Reality-naked, shining, intense Reality-more and not less of
it, is, I believe, what we are going to get after the War. 10

For Sinclair the war represented emotional stimulation and
release. It demonstrated the closeness of sex, violence, and
mysticism. Moreover, it proved that love did not simply watch
the fighting, but was part of the fighting itself. Sex and the erotic
were no longer recognizable as distinct in themselves, but were
seen to be inseparable from aggression and a number of other
primal drives. To fight was to love; to love was to fight. As we
shall see, other works by Sinclair, particularly the journal, sug
gest that she did indeed see the battlefield as an opportunity to
acquire sexual knowledge. In the piece quoted above, however,
she quickly veers away from such an image to concentrate on
the received image of pre-war Britain as an apathetic and dis
sociated society. She falls back on the vagueness of abstraction,
'Reality', to describe her sense of the war's consequences. In
spite of its imprecision, such a phrasing emphasizes the sense
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that she-and perhaps more than she-had before the war that
they were not really living, that this was not life. As she wrote to
Stjohn Adcock, in a letter of 28 February 1915 that was prob
ably intended as a covering note for her unpublished piece: 'per
sonally, I feel as if I had never lived, with any intensity, before
I went out to [the war] in the autumn'. The limits of her vision
are indicated, though, by the preceding sentence of the letter:
'most of these things, at this stage, resolve themselves into what
we feel personally about the War'. Much of the time she seems to
have been unable to see beyond her own personal experience.
The war was her romance: it gave her access, for the first time
in her life, to a world of violence in which men and women
mingled freely in an atmosphere of heightened awareness. The
war becomes her answer to those wider questions which she so
rarely asks. As she says in an article for the magazine Woman
at Home, ' [the war] came to us when we needed it most, as an
opportune postponement if not the end of our internal dissen
sions-the struggle between Unionists and Nationali ts, between
Capital and Labour, between the Suffragettes and the Govern
ment, between Man and Woman'. 11 For Sinclair the final pair
seems to have been the most important.
As an untrained woman, Ma Sinclair wa an unlikely person
to find herself on the battlefield o soon after the outbreak of
war. Her sense of war as a marginalizing force emerge trongly
from the repeated portrayal , in her fiction, of p ople who for
reasons of age and health are unable to enlist. Red Tap , for
example, which appeared in the women' newspap r Queen in
November 1914, describe a middle-aged pair, male emplo er
and female secretary who rac one another to get out to the
war first. They are ' leeple with ec ta ' at the thought of
being near the fighting, and a Starke th emplo er trains at
a base camp, Miss Delacheroy become increa ingl frustrated
at her repeated failures of her Red Cro nur ing exams. 12 Her
(undeclared) fixation on Starkey i indi tingui hable from her
impatience to be in the thick of military activiti : 'she aw [the
war] as one immense, encompa sing sheet of sh lls and bullets
that converged on Mr Starkey in the middle of it. It was there,
in the middle of it, that she desired to be. '13 Miss Delacheroy
is excited by the idea of danger: it provok and fulfils desire.
This is true also of the character Khaki, in the story of that
name, first published in the English Review in September 1913,
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( 1922), develops shell-shock exactly because he is determined

not to be a coward, and enlists despite his doctor's warning
that his nervous system isn't up to it). Sinclair's representation
of John Conway is an attempt to define cowardice, to explore
the psychology of fear and its relation with ecstasy. Men who
are frightened are not really men, and Anne Severn's nursing
of Colin is a reconstruction of his masculinity. 'You've made a
man of him again,' says Colin's brother. 61
For Sinclair, as for Elaine Showalter in her book The Female
Malady, men's fear in the Great War is both cause and symptom
of a crisis of masculinity. 62 But, and this is a question neither
Showalter nor Gilbert and Gubar ever ask, what is the geography
of women's fear? How does it relate to their desire, to sexual and
aggressive arousal? How does it relate to women's sense of their
own lack of agency in both military and civil society? Sinclair
has no answers. But she has at least asked the questions, ques
tions which, in an era that assumed women would only go to
the front because they wished to help their men or their country,
were rarely asked and even more rarely listened to. Sinclair was
angry and ashamed but determined to brave it out. It might be
stretching a point to suggest that such awkwardness is a basic
condition of many women's lives, but it certainly is one answer
to Freud's famous question 'What do women want?' Perhaps
like Sinclair they want a femininity that is neither sidelined nor
ridiculed; they want a sexuality that is neither embarrassing
nor frustrated; and they want a public persona that is built on
more than money. The question that is at the centre of Sinclair's
war journals is how to develop an authentically feminine agency
at an age when you are no longer perceived as sexually pliant
and fully a woman. The awkward pride of Sinclair's attempt to
develop such an agency should not be undervalued, for it throws
light on one of the most occluded and repressed experiences
of our own society: women's shame at their own superfluity.

OTES
1.
2.

Richard Aldington, Death of a Hero (Garden City, NY, 1929), 263.
Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, 'Soldier's Heart: Literary Men, Literary
Women, and the Great War', in No Man's Land: The Place of the Woman
Writer in the Twentieth Century, ii: exchanges ( ew Haven, 1989), 264.

